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I  2NTRGD0CXIC1T 

All  Western  legal  systems  undergo  legal  reform  in  the  sense  that  the 
form  oht  content  of  soed-Fid  1  are  changes  over  the  course  of  time  to 
reflect  changes  in  the  underlying  societal  concept  of  justice  or  to 
enhance  the  efficiency  of  the  legal  system.  In  this  sense,  legal  reform 
is  an  integral  part  of  the  Western  legal  tradition.  Soviet  legal  reform 
involves  this  type  of  reform  -  at  a  wildly  accelerated  pace.  Even  if  this 
were  the  only  type  of  legal  reform  going  on  in  the  USSR  today,  its 
breadth,  depth  and  speed  would  make  it  a  compelling  subject  of  study.  The 
new  laws  that  emanate  unceasingly  frcm  the  central  and  regional 
governments  in  the  USSR  both  reflect  and  foster  significant  changes  in 
Soviet  ideology  and  society. 

Soviet  legal  reform  also  involves  aspects  of  legal  reform  which  modem 
Western  societies  have  not  experienced.  Marxism-Leninism ,  the  official 
state  ideology  frcm  the  1917  Revolution  onwards,  aimed  to  build 
ccammmism  and  the  role  of  law  in  this  process  differed  frcm  the  role  of 
law  in  Western  societies.  The  legal  reform  process  initiated  by  Gorbachev 
represents  a  rejection  of  that  role  in  favour  of  a  Western-style 
Rechtsstaadt  or  Rule  of  Law. 

Reforming  the  role  of  law  is  inextricably  linked  to  changing  the 
Soviet  legal  culture.  The  Russian  attitude  tcward  law  prior  to  the 
Revolution  was  ambivalent  at  best.  Russia  was  not  part  of  the  Western 
legal  tradition.  Although  the  1860's  tsarist  legal  reforms  formally 
transplanted  Western  legal  norms  and  institutions  to  Russian  soil,  the-f 
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did  not  significantly  alter  the  level  of  legal  culture,  and  the  phrase  often 
used  to  describe  the  contemporary  Soviet  attitude  toward  law  is  "legal 
nihilism" . 


These  additional  dimensions  of  Soviet  legal  reform  -  reform  of  the 
role  of  law  and  legal  culture  -  make  the  process  unique.  They  also  raise 
certain  questions  about  the  effectiveness  and  appropriateness  of  using  law 
as  an  instrurngit-  of  nRfarn  in  the  Soviet  Union.  If  law  in  Soviet  society  has 
been  a  crude  ideological  instrument  or  has  not  enjoyed  popular  respect,  then 
hew  can  it  serve  as  an  instrument  of  reform? 

This  course  is  designed  to  address  all  these  dimensions  of  Soviet 
legal  reform.  The  beginning  of  the  course  focuses  more  on  the  role  of  law 
and  legal  culture,  while  the  end  concentrates  on  the  reform  of  specific 
areas  of  law.  Only  by  taking  such  a  multi-dimensional  approach  to  Soviet 
legal  reform  can  one  hope  to  distinguish  formal  change  from  more  profound 
change. 
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